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The damaging of the seas is now
one of the world’s gravest
environmental problems,
according to a new report by a
group of distinguished scientists
who have studied one of the
world’s key fishing grounds: the
North East Atlantic. The team
travelled around Europe, visited
the US and gathered additional
evidence from Australia, New
Zealand and Japan. Their
conclusion is that fishing activity
in this region of the Atlantic not
only threatens commercial
species but the collapse of whole
marine ecosystems which may be
very hard to re-establish. 
Such destruction has been
caused by over-fishing in the
marine environment and only
extended protected zones, where
all fishing is banned, will allow the
sea’s damaged areas to recover,
members of Britain’s Royal
Commission on Environmental
Pollution report.
These non-fishing reserves
should cover 30 per cent of UK
territorial waters, the commission
suggested, in the most drastic call
ever made to scale back fishing in
Europe. The proposals were
welcomed by environmentalists,
but attacked by some fishing
industry groups, who said they
would threaten yet more
livelihoods, and that recovery
measures have already been taken.
But the commission was
insistent. It is not just the question
of falling fish stocks, critical
though many of these are, it said.
Rather, the concern is for the
whole marine ecosystem, with
seabirds, dolphins and porpoises
killed in their thousands, smaller
marine organisms wiped out and
the seabed extensively destroyed
by trawling over vast distances.
The report, Turning the Tide,
calls on policymakers to recognize
the real scale and nature of the
problem: that decades of
competitive fishing have put
whole marine ecosystems under
siege. The central point is that it is
the ecosystem, and not just the
threatened individual fish stocks
such as cod or haddock, that
needs looking after. The report, for
example, suggests that globally,
over 90 per cent of larger
predatory fish may have been lost
since the pre-industrial era. “This
can affect predator–prey
relationships, genetic diversity
and breeding ability as well as
resulting in catches of smaller,
younger fish and creatures at
lower trophic levels — a
phenomenon known as fishing
down the food chain.”
All at sea: A new report looking at the state of the marine environment in the North East Atlantic finds a crisis situation with over-
fishing threatening not only commercial species but whole ecosystems involving birds, mammals and invertebrates alongside fish. It
calls for the setting up of substantial marine reserves where fishing would be prohibited if there is to be a chance to preserve current
sea communities. (Photo: Associated Press.)
A team of senior scientists has highlighted the need to consider the
threat from overfishing within the wider context of whole marine
ecosystems but their conclusions provide little comfort: substantial
marine reserves are urgently required in the North East Atlantic if
marine communities are to survive. Nigel Williams reports.
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The commission’s members call
for a simple but major policy
change: the ‘presumption in
favour of fishing’ should be
reversed. Until now, fishing has
been allowed anywhere unless the
regulating authorities can
demonstrate that harm is being
done to ecosystems or habitats.
But this has not prevented
severe ecosystem damage, the
commission reports, saying that
it should be for fishing interests
to demonstrate that their
activities will not cause harm.
There should be spatial planning
in the sea just as there is on the
land, it says.
They highlight the lessons from
the Grand Banks off
Newfoundland. Once a major
source of cod, the fishery
collapsed and was closed in 1992.
While there has been some
recovery in cod stocks the fishery
remains closed and “there has
also been a change in the
ecosystem that may be
irreversible,” the commission
points out.
More positively, the commission
highlights the efforts of the
Australians who maintain a large
marine reserve around the Great
Barrier Reef. Eight different types
of management zone were set up
to enable highly protected areas
to exist within an integrated
management plan that allows for
other uses of the park, such as
recreation and limited fishing
activities. The commission urges
the establishment of such ‘spatial
planning’ for more areas covering
all uses of the sea.
Sir Tom Blundell, the
commission’s chairman and a
professor of chemistry at
Cambridge University said: “It is
hard to imagine that we could
tolerate a similar scale of
destruction on land, but because
it happens at sea, the damage is
largely hidden. On land, we have
had a planning system for over 50
years to… set aside areas for
protection. Unless similar steps
are taken at sea to allow recovery
from decades of intensive fishing,
species may disappear and the
ecosystem itself be put in
danger.”
The report concludes that
fishing is a threat to the oceans
globally, and sets out a list of the
destruction that has been caused.
Populations of more than 40 per
cent of commercial fish species in
the North East Atlantic and
neighbouring seas are below
sustainable limits. Large
quantities of unmarketable fish —
in some cases up to 50 per cent
of the catch — are discarded at
sea. Ian Graham-Bryce, a
commission member and
president of the Scottish
Association for Marine Science,
said that the current system of
recording catches was not
working because so many other
species — including dolphins and
birds — were caught
unintentionally and thrown back.
A substantial network of
maritime nature reserves, off-
limits to fishing boats, must now
be the response, the commission
says. Britain is committed to
setting up marine reserves over
the next decade, but the call for
30 per cent of UK waters to be so
dedicated is the first time anyone
has put a precise number on the
project.
Euan Dunn, the head of marine
policy at Europe’s largest wildlife
charity, the Royal Society for the
Protection of Birds, said: “What
the Royal Commission has done is
is to sharpen the debate by
suggesting what size this network
should be.”
But commission members said
implementing their
recommendations would clearly
lead to a further shrinkage of
activity in the UK fishing industry.
“In the short-term this will be
painful ... but government must
look to the wider picture,
including society’s stewardship of
the environment. The industry will
need support to adjust, but in the
longer term the changes we call
for will be in its own best interest.
A continued regime of too little,
too late will ultimately leave many
sectors of the industry without a
future,” the report emphasises.
Getting agreement by the EU,
which would be essential in any
change of fishing policy, would be
a huge task too.
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Sea change: Many newspapers in Britain reacted with alarm at the conclusions of
the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution’s report on the state of the North
East Atlantic, spelling out in detail the threat to many familiar fish species.
